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Abstract 
This study examines  the  context of reception for  Zimbabwean migrants  who  are  
engaged  in South  Africa's informal  economy.  It seeks to contribute to  two  areas  of 
migration  scholarship:  (a) the  emergence of new  immigrant  destinations in the  global 
South  and  (b) the  role  of the informal  economy   in  shaping  the  context of  reception 
for  migrants  in  new  gateway   cities. Through surveys  of Zimbabwean day  labourers  in 
Tshwane  (formerly  Pretoria),  we  document the  poverty and  the  food  and  housing 
insecurity these migrants and their dependents endure resulting from 
underemployment in the informal economy.  The analysis presented here suggests that 
although it has received  little attention from migration  scholars, the  informal economy  
can play a significant role in shaping the context of reception for immigrants in the new 
gateway  cities of the global South. In many destination countries, the informal economy 
absorbs large numbers of migrants, making it an important, if flawed, source  of 
employment, earnings,  and remittances. With increasing levels of migration to major 
cities, the informal economy has become a key arena of migrant incorporation, with 
far‐reaching implications for lives and livelihoods. 
 
1    |     Intr oduc tion:  n e w  immigr ant  destin ations  
The global map of migration  is changing. It is estimated that  in 2015,  approximately  
244  million persons were   international  migrants,  an increase  of more  than  40% 
since  2000  (United  Nations  Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2016). This 
unprecedented movement of people  has contributed to a reconfiguration of the  
spatial patterns of migration.  New  gateways are opening  as migrants  search  for 
economic opportunities or seek to escape  armed conflict, political turmoil, and 
persecution. Major cities have been  the locus of much of the new migration. The twin 
processes of migration and urbanisation, which in many parts of the world have become 
mutually reinforcing, have led to the  pluralisation  of  new  immigrant  destinations 
(NIDs) and  in some cases,  contributed to  the  explosive  growth  of  cities,  particularly  
in the global South (International Organization for Migration, 2015;  Price & 
Benton‐Short, 2007). 
 
Through an examination of the intersection of migration, urbanisation, and 
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informalisation  in Tshwane,  South  Africa, this paper  seeks  to contribute to the 
literature on NIDs in the global South. We adopt  this perspective for several reasons.  
First, a number  of South African cities are  among  the  new  gateways for  international 
migration  that  have developed over the last 2 decades. Though the country  has a long 
history  of  international labour  migration,  much  of  it  based  in circular migration 
through  the  apartheid‐era  foreign‐worker  programs   that provided  cheap  labour to 
the mining sector,  a new round  of migration has  intensified  since  the  end  of 
apartheid (Crush, 2011;  Maharaj  & Moodley, 2000; Zuberi & Sibanda, 2004). South 
Africa is now the principal destination for migrants  rom  Southern  Africa  Development 
Community  countries (Nshimbi & Fioramonti,  2014). 
 
Second, recent population movements from neighbouring states have been  
urbanising, and there  are signs that  rather  than  being temporary or circular, this 
migration  might be more  permanent than  the labour  migration  of the  past  (Crush, 
Chikanda,  & Tawodzera,  2012). In this paper, we situate our analysis in the  city of 
Tshwane  (formerly known  as  Pretoria),  which  we  characterise as  one  of South  
Africa's NIDs. Tshwane  is the  fifth largest  metropolitan area  in South  Africa and  the  
third  largest  in Gauteng province.  The  migration  of foreign nationals  to South  Africa 
has been  concentrated in Gauteng province, which  is estimated to  have  a larger  
foreign‐born  population than  all other  provinces  combined  (Meny‐Gibert & Chiumia, 
2016). Major cities have been the locus of most of this migration, and in Gauteng  
province,  in‐migration  is overwhelmingly concentrated  in  the Johannesburg, 
Ekurhuleni, and Tshwane  (Pieterse,  2015). 
 
Third, the changing  spatial  dynamics  of migrant  settlement have drawn the attention 
of migration scholars, and there  is a growing literature  that examines  the  context of  
reception in NIDs  (see  Janská, Čermák, & Wright, 2014;  Li, 2012;  Maharaj & Moodley, 
2000;  Nawyn, 2016;  Winders,  2014;  Zúñiga & Hernández‐León, 2005). It is generally 
understood that there are multiple drivers of population movements to regions that   
previously   have  seen   little  in‐migration,  and  that   the promise  of economic  
opportunity ranks  among  the  most  important. Research has also found that the 
context of reception in NIDs can figure prominently in the adverse incorporation of 
migrants, especially in areas  where employment opportunities are constrained by 
discrimination or by tight labour markets,  where  local policy actors  are hostile to the 
interests of recent immigrants, where  xenophobia among residents is  pervasive,  or  
where  the  institutional  infrastructure necessary for successful  immigrant 
incorporation is underdeveloped (see Glick Schiller & Çağlar, 2009;  Marrow, 2011;  
Phillips & Robinson, 2015;  Samers, 2010;  Visser, 2017). To date, however,  the research 
literature examining patterns of South–South  migration  only gestures towards 
these issues,  despite evidence that   migration  between low‐   and  middle‐ income 
countries accounts for a substantial share of total global migration (International  





Though  rarely investigated in the  academic  literature on international  migration,  the  
emergence of new  gateway  destinations in the global South  raises important 
questions about  the  nature of migrants'  livelihood  strategies in destination 
countries. In many  parts  of  sub‐Saharan  Africa, for  example,  migrants  resort   to  
employment in the informal economy  because opportunities in the “mainstream” 
economy  are foreclosed, and they  seek  refuge  in informal settlements because 
adequate housing  simply is not  available to  them.  Without question, these 
“contextual factors” shape  migrants'  lived experiences, certainly in the short term but 
perhaps over the long run as well. New immigrant gateways often  lack functional  
institutional infrastructures to  ensure the  successful incorporation of migrants  into  
the  fabric of economic and social life, and as a result, adverse experiences in these sites 
of settlement can  negatively  affect  the  trajectories of  migrants'  lives and livelihoods. 
For some, new economic  opportunities may emerge  within the  informal spaces  of 
migrant incorporation, whereas, for others,  the prospects of  economic  advancement 
may  be  highly constrained by inhospitable conditions in local economies (see  Crush,  
Chikanda,  & Skinner, 2015;  Myroniuk & Vearey, 2014;  Simone, 2003).  These  outcomes 
are contingent on a range of factors and thus are open to empirical investigation. 
 
Many recent migrants to South Africa have turned to the informal economy   as   a  
means   for   securing   their   livelihoods   (see   Crush, Chikanda,  & Skinner,  2015),  and  
conditions in  day  labour  markets  therefore can be seen as an important element of 
the context of reception for migrant workers.  Through an analysis of migrant working 
conditions  in day  labour  markets,  this  paper  seeks  to  contribute to  the literature on  
South–South  migration   and  the   emergence  of  NIDs outside the  United  States  
and  Europe.  The next  section  presents a brief history  of labour  migration  in the  
post‐apartheid period,  with  a focus  on Zimbabwean migration  to  South  Africa. This is 
followed  by an examination of what  we term  the  informality‐migration nexus  and the  
evolving  linkages  between  unauthorised immigration  and  economic   informality.   We   
then   present  the   methodology  used   for conducting surveys  of day labourers,  and 
we frame the research questions   guiding   this   investigation.  Survey   data   are   
presented  and analysed  in the  following  section,  with  a focus  on  the  determinants 
of wages  and  earnings,  as well as risks arising from  food  insecurity, housing insecurity, 
and rising xenophobic violence directed at migrants in the  informal economy.  We end 
with some  concluding  remarks. 
 
2    |     Labour  migration  t o  South Africa  after  apartheid   
In some respects, South Africa might not fit neatly within the received  definition  of a 
“new  immigrant  destination.” With  its long history  of labour migration  that  was 
tightly governed through a regime  of contract‐worker programs,  it can be argued  that  
South  Africa should  not be considered a site of “new” immigration  flows. On the  other  
hand, as we  will argue  following  Crush  et  al. (2012), the  characteristics of migration  to  
the  country  have  fundamentally changed,  marking  the current phase  of immigration  




One of  the  cornerstones of  apartheid‐era  employment policies was an extensive 
migrant labour system  that  supplied contract labour from neighbouring countries to 
mining operations within South Africa. Bilateral  agreements between South  Africa and  
Botswana,  Lesotho, Malawi,   Mozambique,   and    Swaziland    created   mechanisms  
for regularising the recruitment of an exploitable  migrant labour pool that  could  be  
employed on a short‐term basis  with  the  requirement that  they  be  repatriated 
within  2 years.  In apartheid's waning  years,  the employment  of  migrant  workers   in  
sectors other   than  mining  was governed by the  Aliens Control  Act No. 96 of 1991,  
which enshrined a labour market  test  into South  African immigration  policy. Under the 
Act, before  hiring a migrant worker, an employer  would have to demonstrate to  the  
Department of Home  Affairs that  no South  Africans were available to fill the job 
vacancy. The result was to essentially nullify opportunities for unskilled and semi‐skilled 
migrant  jobseekers to qualify  for  labour  migration  under  the Act, which  in turn 
led  to “[t]emporary  work,  particularly  in  the urban  areas,  [being]  driven 
underground” (Crush, 1999:  6) where  employers could benefit from employing  
unauthorised immigrants  at below‐market  rates   and  in jobs where  violations of 
labour standards were  common. 
 
The  end  of  apartheid and  the  inauguration of  a  democratically elected government 
brought about  changes  to  South  Africa's frame-work  of  immigration   regulations.   The  
Immigration   Act  No.  13  of 2002  opened new avenues for foreign nationals to become 
South African citizens and included provisions for temporary entry into the country for 
work, schooling,  visiting family members,  and other  purposes. To  be  granted  a  work  
permit,  an  applicant's   employer   would  be required  to  verify that  (a) no  South  
African could  be  identified  with qualifications  or skills and experience equivalent to 
those  of the applicant, (b) the  salary and conditions would be equal or above  those  for 
workers  in similar positions,  and (c) immigration  authorities would  be notified if the 
worker is no longer employed or employed in a different capacity.  Other   workers   could  
be  authorised to  enter   the  country  under  a “corporate work permit,” if their  
employer  provided  financial and  legal  guarantees stipulating  that  employees would  
abide  by the country's immigration laws. Finally, the Act included provisions for special 
work permits that could be issued to especially qualified individuals who could provide 
skills that  are in high demand  by the South African economy.   The   provisions   outlined   
above   have   been   periodically revised through amendments to the  Act, but the  
underlying  concerns with ensuring clear net‐positive impacts on the South African 
economy have  remained   unchanged.  Because   the   Immigration  Act,  like  the Aliens 
Act before  it, privileges a labour market  test  to help determine a prospective migrants'  
eligibility to  enter  the  country,  for all intents and   purposes,  unskilled   and   lower   
skilled   migrants   have   been  prevented from securing  work authorisation. 
 
The end  of apartheid substantially altered  patterns of migration to  South  Africa, 
changes  that  still appear  to  be  unfolding  more  than 2 decades later.  Successive  




policies,  implemented a set   of  skills‐based  criteria  for  determining  eligibility  to  
enter   the country   to  work,  and  pursued  a  “South   Africa  first”   approach  to labour    
migration,    though    not    always    in   name    (Crush,   2011;  Trimikliniotis, Gordon,  & 
Zondo,  2008).  The number  of deportations from  South  Africa  soared   after  the  
mid‐1990s  as  the  government sought  to  reduce   the  number  of  unauthorised 
immigrants  and  dissuade  potential  future undocumented immigrants  from  entering 
the country.  Between 1990  and 2008,  more than  3 million migrants  were  deported 
from  South  Africa, 90%  of whom  were  Zimbabweans and Mozambicans  (Crush,  
2011).  It  has  been   estimated  that   between 2004   and  2009,   more  than  700,000  
Zimbabweans were  deported (Solidarity Peace  Trust,  2010).  In  2007  alone,  South  
Africa deported more   than    200,000   Zimbabweans,  with   Zimbabwean   nationals  
representing 65% of total  deportees that  year  (Crush, Skinner et  al., 2015).   The   
Department  of  Home   Affairs  has   since   changed   its record‐keeping, so it is difficult 
to estimate the  number  of deportees by country  of origin, but  overall deportation 
levels remain  high, with nearly  132,000 migrants  deported during  the  2013–2014  
financial year  (Department of  Home  Affairs, 2014).  Immigration  restrictions, 
including for a time reductions in the  number  of work permits  issued, in large part  
have  been  a reaction to  political pressures on the  government to reduce  job 
competition, an issue that  has received  considerable  attention given  South  Africa's  
high  levels  of  unemployment (Crush   &   Williams,  2010).   These   policy   initiatives   
have   further  restricted access   to  South  African  labour  markets   for  unskilled  or 
semi‐skilled foreign  nationals. 
 
2.1   |    Contemporary migration from Zimbabwe 
For decades, immigration from Zimbabwe  has accounted for the  largest inflows of 
foreign‐born workers into South Africa. In analysing contemporary population 
movements from  Zimbabwe  to  South  Africa, Crush  et  al. (2012)  identified  three  
distinct  phases  of migration.  The first  occurred in the  1990s,  when  the  Mugabe  
government,  bowing to pressure by the  International Monetary Fund and the  World 
Bank, implemented a series  of structural‐adjustment reforms.  Taken at face value,  
these reforms  were  designed to  attract foreign‐direct  investment,  spur  job creation,  
and  secure  medium‐  to  long‐term economic  growth.  These  policy objectives,  however,  
were  not  realised.  Public‐ expenditure  cuts,  mounting   public‐   and  private‐sector  
layoffs,  and anaemic  foreign investment in the  Zimbabwean economy  meant  that low‐ 
and moderate‐income residents suffered mounting  material hardships (Bond & 
Manyana,  2002;  Potts  with Mutambirwa, 1998).  With livelihood     options      becoming      
increasingly  restricted, many Zimbabweans sought  opportunities through migration 
and/or through engagement in the informal economy  (Crush et al., 2012:  8). Migration 
to  South   Africa  rose   sharply,  especially  among   men  in  search   of improved 
employment prospects. Migration was predominately circular and largely composed of 
the economically  active members of Zimbabwean households who relocated to South  





The performance of Zimbabwe's  economy,  however,  only worsened.  The Mugabe  
government's ill‐conceived land reforms  that  were  initiated  in the  late  1990s 
decimated the  agricultural  export  sector  and  led  to  the   large‐scale  displacement  of  
farm  labourers   (Potts, 2011).  In addition,  widespread, politically  motivated attacks  
a gainst Mugabe's critics  and  political  opponents caused  further  turmoil.  By the   
early  2000s,   a  second  phase   of  migration   was  underway as Zimbabweans fled the  
country  to escape  political hostilities  and economic deprivation (see also Makina, 
2007).  This second phase  ended  around 2005  as a third began. 
 
Based  on a survey  of migrants  to Cape Town and Johannesburg, Crush  et  al. (2012:  
21‐26, 29) identify  a third  phase  of Zimbabwean migration  to  South  Africa beginning  
in the  mid‐2000s  and  lasting  at least until the early 2010s.  This phase  is distinctive  in 
several respects: 
 
• Approximately one‐third of migrants had first relocated to another Southern Africa 
Development Community  country  prior to immigrating to South  Africa. 
• More   than   40%  of  migrants   to   Cape  Town   (Western  Cape province) and 
Johannesburg (Gauteng  province) initially settled in another province  before  moving 
to these cities. 
• The   proportion  of  young   people,   ages   15   to   24,   increased dramatically. 
• Approximately   35%   of   migrants   never   held   employment  in Zimbabwe,  and half 
were  unemployed at the  time they  departed the country. 
• The search for work was the leading motivation for migration cited by survey  
respondents (44%), far outpacing “living conditions in Zimbabwe” (18%). 
• The dominant pattern of circular migration  appears to have been  broken. 
 
South Africa's heightened immigration  restrictions coincided  with a  rise  in 
unauthorised migration,  largely  from  Zimbabwe  and  other neighbouring countries, 
as well as a rise in employment in the informal economy    by   migrants    whose    entry    
into   the   formal   sector    is constrained. Crush (2011: 16) has summarised the 
situation as follows: “The  growth  in irregular  labour  migration  has  been  accompanied 
by growing  informalisation of  migrant  labour  employment. Before  the 1990s,  most 
labour migrants were employed  in the formal sector. Since 1990,  labour migrants have 
begun to work in the unregulated informal economy  ….”  An illustration  of this 
phenomenon can be  seen  in the findings  of a 2010  survey  of Zimbabwean migrants  
that  found  that 20% were  working in the informal economy  even  though  just 8% had 
been   employed   in  the   informal   sector   prior   to   emigrating   from Zimbabwe  (Crush 
et al., 2012). 
 
3    |     Th e  m igrat i on ‐ informali t y  n exus  
Recent   research  on   the   employment  prospects  of   unauthorised migrants   has  
found   that   the   informal  economy   is  an  increasingly important source  of economic  




economy  may bring with it  considerable hardships—in particular,  low wages,  limited  
access  to government  employment protections,  and  heightened exposure to 
substandard workplace  conditions—it is now understood that  in many 
price‐competitive  industries unauthorised  immigrants  have  become the  “workers of  
choice”  for  employers  that  are  prepared to  violate immigration  and  employment 
laws in an  effort  to  hold  down  labour costs   (see  Bauder,   2006;   Doussard,  2013;   
Johnson‐Webb,  2002;  Theodore,  2007).   Often   reluctant  to  contest  violations   of  
labour standards  for  fear  of  being  identified   by  immigration‐enforcement agents,  
undocumented immigrant  workers  may tolerate substandard employment because it 
can provide  one of the  few relatively accessible employment options  available to them.  
High rates  of deportation may  have the  unintended consequence of  reinforcing  
their  dependence  on exploitative employers. 
 
Undocumented  migrants   often   find  opportunities  within   the informal  economy   
and  informalising  segments  of  local  economies where workplace  violations are 
prevalent because barriers  to entry  in these niches  are  low. The absence of effective 
government enforcement  of labour standards creates a perverse set of incentives:  it 
aligns with migrants'  need  to remain undetected while bolstering  the resolve  of  certain  
employers  to  maintain  profitability  and  market  share  by engaging  in labour  cost  
cutting  and  exploitation. As a result, labour standards in low‐wage sectors of local 
economies deteriorate. 
 
Once  they  become informally employed,  most  migrants  work for employers  with close 
connections to the mainstream economy.  These workers  endure systemic instability in 
their employment arrangements because  their  employment contracts are  
unsecured, labour  demand  tends  to  be highly variable, and  restrictive immigration  
policies loom in the background as a threat to  migrants'  livelihoods. With  low and 
uncertain earnings  and  few  alternatives outside of waged  work, the bargaining 
position of workers in the informal economy  erodes,  further  exacerbating the  problems  
of labour  market  instability.  Under  these conditions, entire segments of local 
economies may become distorted, with wages governed largely by workers'  
vulnerabilities  rather  than by their  skills, their  productivity, or the  requirements of 
humane  social reproduction.  There  are  indications   that   South  Africa's  day  labour 
markets   exhibit  such  distortions  (Theodore   et  al., 2015)   and  that  migrant  day  
labourers   may  be  especially  impacted.   It  is  to  these questions that  we now turn. 
 
4    |     Met h o d s,  d a ta,  a nd  r e se arch  questions  
The  data  for  this  paper  are  drawn  from  a  national  survey  of  day labourers  in South  
Africa, which was completed in 2008,  as well as a follow‐up   survey   in  Tshwane   that   
was   completed  in  2015.   The countrywide investigation into the size and composition 
of day labour markets  was  administered across  several  phases,  culminating  in the 
first systematic, sampled  survey  of day labourers across  South  Africa. The 2015 




labour  markets.  In this section,  we provide  a detailed  description of  the  methodology 
used  for  sampling  workers  at informal hiring sites. 
 
The initial countrywide survey began with a reconnaissance phase, and the information 
gathered was used to develop a procedure for estimating the number of day labourers in 
South Africa. At the outset of the project, all municipalities in South Africa, along with 
dozens of churches, non‐governmental organisations, and social welfare  organisations, 
as well as the  Department of Labour, were  contacted in early 2005  as a first step in 
determining in which South African towns  and cities informal day  labour  markets  had  
formed.  Over  the  course  of  2005  and 2006, members of the research team travelled 
throughout the country  to perform in‐person counts  of the number  of day labourers 
present at informal hiring sites. The results revealed that there were approximately 
1,000  hiring sites  across  the  country  where  no less than  45,000 day labourers  stand  
in public spaces  seeking work. 
 
The   next   phase   of   the   research  focused  on   the   sampling procedures and  the  
design  of  the  survey  instrument. The  sampling procedure was  guided  by the  
research strategies used  in a national survey of day labourers  in the  USA (Valenzuela, 
Theodore, Meléndez, & Gonzalez,  2006).  The  targeted research population included  
only those  jobseekers who  were  looking for work at informal  hiring sites. The capitals  
of all provinces  and important population centres in the rural areas  of South  Africa 
were  covered proportionally based  on the number  of  day  labourers  present. Cluster  
sampling  was  undertaken according  to the  number  of day labourers  identified  in each  
area,  as well as the size of the various hiring sites, so as not to over‐represent the rural 
day labourer  population compared to that in urban areas, and the large hiring sites 
compared to the small sites and vice versa. 
 
A sample of between 5% and 10% was targeted for the survey in order  to  reduce  the  
possibility  of sampling  error  (De Vos, Strydom, Fouché,  & Delport,  2004),  meaning  
that  between 2,250  and  4,500  interviews would need to be completed nationwide. 
The survey instrument was designed in a multistage process, with the draft undergoing a 
pilot   test   before    finalisation.   The   third   phase   involved   training fieldworkers and 
conducting the interviews. A lead fieldworker,  fluent in several of the official languages  
of South Africa, was employed and received  extensive training in survey fieldwork. In 
addition  to the lead investigators, students  from  the  Department of  Social Work  at  
the University  of South  Africa  comprised the  fieldwork  team.  They, too, underwent  
an  in‐depth  training   process.   The  fieldwork   began   in February   2007   and  was  
completed at  the  beginning  of  2008.   All questionnaires  that   were   deemed  to  be  
unreadable  or  otherwise lacking in quality  were  discarded.  The  sample  was  then  
checked  to make  sure  that  proportionality in terms  of regional  distribution was 






The 2015  survey in Tshwane  followed a similar research protocol.  In total, 335 day 
labourers  were  surveyed in 2007,  and 290 were  surveyed  in  2015.  Survey  responses 
were  collected  from  South  Africa‐ born  and foreign‐born day labourers who were  
searching  for work at informal  hiring sites  in Tshwane.  For the  2007  survey,  data  on 
place of birth were collected  for 335 day labourers, 129 (39%) of whom were  born  in 
South  Africa  and  206  (61%) of whom  were  born  in another country.  Of the 
foreign‐born day labourers,  112 (54%) emigrated from Zimbabwe, 72 (35%) from 
Mozambique, 18 (9%) from Lesotho, 3 from Namibia, and 1 from Swaziland. For the 2015  
survey, data on place of birth were  collected  for 287  day labourers,  127  (44%) of whom  
were born  in South  Africa and  160  (56%) of whom  were  born  in another country.  Of 
the  foreign  born, the  vast majority  were  from Zimbabwe  (142 or 89%), 10 (6%) were  
born  in Lesotho,  6 were  born  in Malawi, and just 2 were  born in Mozambique. 
 
The Zimbabwean day labourer  workforce is mainly composed of men  (88%) who  
undertake a range  of manual‐labour  jobs related  to construction, gardening,  and 
material moving. Seventeen Zimbabwean women were  included  in the Tshwane  sample. 
They most often  were employed as domestic workers,  though  several  reported doing  
tiling and plastering  work. 
 
The survey  analysis that  follows focuses  on the  wages  and earnings of  day  labourers,  
as  well as  the  risks  faced  by this  workforce. The analysis seeks  to answer  the  
following questions: 
 
• What  are the  employment rates,  wages,  and  earnings  of migrant day  labourers,   
and  how  do  these  compare to those   of  South Africa‐born day labourers? 
• What   demographic,  human‐capital,   and   labour‐market   factors  influence  
earnings  in informal employment? 
• What  risks and hardships do day labourers  face in terms  of their livelihoods and 
living arrangements? 
 
The aim of the  analysis that  follows is to  shed  new  light on the contexts of reception 
encountered by migrant workers  in the informal economy. 
 
5    |     Zimbabwean  day  l abourers  in  Ts hwane 's  r estruc turing  economy  
The City of Tshwane  is home  to more  than  2.92  million residents, an increase   of  65%  
since  1996   (Parliament  of  the  Republic  of  South Africa, 2014).  The Tshwane  economy  
has been  expanding  as well; by 2011,  the  municipality's  growth  rate  was nearly 70% 
higher than  the national   average   (City of  Tshwane,   2013),  and  the  municipality  is 
now  the second largest  contributor to South  Africa's gross  domestic product 
(Parliament  of the  Republic of South  Africa, 2014).  Growing tourism,  construction,  
and  services   sectors also  contribute to  the municipality's  economic  output. These  





Tshwane  has  an  official unemployment rate  in 2011  of  24.2%, which though  one  of 
the  lowest  urban  unemployment rates  in South Africa, remains  a high figure. Poverty  
rates  are also high, with an official poverty rate of 27.9% (Parliament of the Republic of 
South Africa, 2014). Much of the poverty population is concentrated in economically 
disadvantaged areas, including the  numerous informal  settlements in the region. More 
than 104,000 households reside in an informal dwelling, a figure that  has been  on the  
rise, in large part,  according  to the municipality, because of increased migration  to the  
city as jobseekers arrive to look for work (City of Tshwane,  2013). 
 
Although the informal economy  in South Africa is small relative to that  of many other  
countries across  Africa, it has been  growing (International  Labour  Organisation, 2013),  
including  its day labour  market  (Theodore  et  al., 2015).  With  little  direct  
governmental  support for unemployed  workers   in  low‐wage  segments of  the  South   
African economy    (Ebrahim,   Leibbrandt,    &  Woolard,    2015),   out‐of‐work jobseekers 
must rely on family‐support networks, means‐tested social assistance,  and  
employment in the  informal  economy  for their  livelihoods.  However,  the  low wages  
and  chronic  employment instability that  are associated with informal employment 
mean  that  participants in South  Africa's day labour  markets  typically subsist  on 
below‐poverty‐level  earnings  and  face  material  hardships (Pretorius  & Blaauw, 2015;  
Theodore, Blaauw, Pretorius,  & Schenck, 2017). 
 
The demographic composition of Tshwane day labour markets  has experienced  
significant shifts  in the  last  decade as foreign  migrants, most  of  whom  are  
undocumented (Blaauw, Pretorius, Schoeman,  & Schenck,  2012),  have  become an 
increasing  proportion of the  workforce. In 2004, migrants composed approximately 
12% of the Tshwane  day labour workforce (Blaauw, Louw, & Schenck, 2006). By 2007,  
this figure had increased to 61%, with Zimbabweans accounting for more than   half  of  
day  labourers   seeking   work  at  informal  hiring  sites. Migrants  composed 56% of 
Tshwane  day labourers  in 2015,  89% of whom were  from Zimbabwe. It appears,  
therefore, that  the day labour workforce is increasingly  composed of the  “third  wave” 
Zimbabwean migrants  described by Crush  and  colleagues.  This phase  is especially 
notable  because the search  for work has emerged as the leading motivation for 
migration and because patterns of circular migration appear  to have been  broken. 
 
Day labourers  are hired to perform  manual‐labour tasks related  to construction and 
gardening.  In Tshwane, Zimbabwean immigrants  are most often  employed  as 
assistants to bricklayers, painters,  plumbers,  and  roofers,  as well as to  perform  work  
as gardeners,  movers,  plasterers,  and painters.  Nearly 60% indicated that  they  had 
never  held a full‐time job. Of those who had been  employed in a full‐time position, 
previous  employment in construction, service  jobs  such  as  security, and domestic 
work was common,  and these jobs mainly were  of short duration.  By far, the most 
common  reasons that  the worker  left a full‐ time  job was related  to  a business closure  




employment options  available,  immigrant  jobseekers turned to  jobs  in Tshwane's 
informal economy. 
 
5.1   |    Determinants of wages  and earnings 
Wages  across  Tshwane's day  labour  market  are  low  and  insecure.  Using the  2015  
survey,  we  examine  income  levels  from  day  labour and    the    key    determinants   of   
workers'    wages    and    earnings. Zimbabwean day  labourers   report  that  they  work,  
on  average,  just 1.2 days each week, despite searching  for work at informal hiring sites 
an average  of 5.4 days per week (nearly half of these jobseekers search  for work 7 days a 
week). When  they  are able to secure  employment, average  wages were ZAR 27.81 (USD 
1.97) per hour.1 The wage structure  in day  labour  markets  is compressed, ranging  
from  ZAR 14.21  (USD 1.01)  for site  cleanup  to  ZAR 22.65  (USD 1.60)  for gardening  to 
26.10 (USD 1.85) for painting. The main outlier within the wage distribution is tiling 
jobs,  which  pay  ZAR 60.71  (USD 4.29)  per  hour, though  respondents  reported a low 
number  of hours  worked  in this occupation. 
 
Low  wage  rates   and  employment  instability  result  in  average  weekly earnings  from 
day labour of just ZAR 198.31 (USD 13.77). To explore the determinants of weekly  
earnings  and  hourly  wage  rates, cross‐sectional regression analyses  were  conducted 
(Tables 1 and  2). The models  are adaptations of the  classical Mincerian  earnings  
equation,   and   the   explanatory  variables   are   similar  to   those   usually employed in 
studies  of workers'  wages,  including  key human‐capital variables. We  do note  that  
questions have  been  raised  regarding  the impact   of  human‐capital   attributes  on  
migrants'   wages   (Baldacci, Inglese, & Strozza, 1999; Friedberg, 2000). However, 
whether this tendency  occurs  in informal employment must  be tested, and  if human‐ 
capital attributes are found to have only a minimal impact on incomes, this finding must 
be explained. 
 
With  no primary schooling  as a basis, four dummy  variables  test  for  the   significance   
of  formal  schooling   in  determining  migrants'  wages:   primary   school   completed,  
some   secondary  school   completed,  secondary school  completed (matriculation), and 
post‐secondary  school  qualification.   A dummy  variable  for  vocational   training 
completed is also  included.  The  impact  of  previous  formal  employment  is tested 
using  dummy  variables  for  previous  employment  in high‐skilled  and  low‐skilled  jobs.  
Focusing  on  the  specific  activities that   day  labourers   engage   in, it  is  expected that   
those   who  hold highly  skilled  jobs  should   earn   more   and   those   performing   less‐ 
skilled jobs. 
 
The ability to communicate in the language of the host country has been   found   to   raise   
immigrants'   wages   (Budría,  de   Ibarreta,   & Swedberg,  2017;  Gao  & Smyth,  2011).  A 
dummy  variable  therefore tests for  the  impact  of  fluency  in  Afrikaans.  Bartley  and  
Roberts  (2006) highlight the importance of being hired repeatedly by the same 




being hired  by the  same  employer  more  than  three  times. Research  has shown  that 
the labour market experience of international  migrants  in a  host  country  is positively  
related  to  earnings  (Borjas, Bronars,  & Trejo, 1992;  LaLonde & Topel, 1991).  
Therefore, the  number  of months  that  migrants  were  involved  in day labouring in 
South  Africa tests the  impact  of time working as a day labourer  on wage rates  and 
earnings. 
 
We  do  not  find  a  statistically   significant  relationship between weekly earnings and 
levels of formal schooling represented by dummy variables for primary school  
completed, some  secondary school  completed,  secondary school  completed 
(matriculation),  post‐secondary school  qualification,  or vocational  training completed. 
The sign of the coefficient for  previous  employment in a  high‐skilled,  formal‐sector 
job was positive but not statistically significant. In addition, the number  of day labour 
jobs performed in the last month  did not exhibit a statistically significant  impact  on 
earnings.  On the  other  hand,  the  factors that  appeared to  impact  weekly  earnings  
were  reporting that  one  is often  hired  more  than  three  times  by the  same  employer  
(positive), being  female  (positive),  performing  a  high‐skilled  day  labour  job  in the  
previous  month  (positive), the  number  of months  standing  as day labourer (positive), 
speaking Afrikaans well (negative), and having one's most  recent formal‐sector  
employment in  a  low‐skilled  occupation (negative).  These  results  are  generally  
consistent with  results  of  an hourly wage  model  (Table 2) and a monthly  earnings  
model  (not presented here).  In the  hourly  wage  model,  the  estimated signs  of the 
coefficients for speaking Afrikaans well and recently  being employed in a  low‐skilled  
occupation are  the  same  as  reported in  the  monthly model, although  they  are not 



























TABLE 1     Determinants of weekly earnings  of Zimbabwean day labourers  in Tshwane,  2015 
	
Explanatory variable Estimated coefficient 	
Dummy variable for female 138.71 ** 
Dummy variable for primary school completed −41.08 	
Dummy variable for some  secondary schooling 4.35 	
Dummy variable for secondary school completed −38.08 	
Dummy variable for post‐secondary school qualification −195.13 	
Dummy variable for vocational  training completed −40.25 	
Number  of day labour jobs performed in the last month 6.49 	
Performing  a high‐skilled day labour job 90.51 * 
Dummy variable for often  being hired more than  three  times by the same employer 203.15 *** 
Dummy variable if speaking  Afrikaans well −166.18 * 
Dummy variable if most recent formal employment was in high‐skilled job 115.10 	
Dummy variable if most recent formal employment was in a low‐skilled job −99.28 * 
Number  of months  standing  as day labourer 0.03 * 
Constant 52.90 	
Adjusted  R2 0.124365 	
***Statistically significant at 1%. 
**Statistically significant at 5%. 
*Statistically significant at 10%. 
 
TABLE 2     Determinants of hourly earnings  of Zimbabwean day labourers in Tshwane,  2015 
	
Explanatory variable  Estimated coefficient 
	
Dummy variable for female 12.03 *** 
Dummy variable for primary school completed 14.24 * 
Dummy variable for some  secondary schooling 7.14 	
Dummy variable for secondary school completed 7.14 	
Dummy variable for post‐secondary school qualification 1.10 	
Dummy variable for vocational  training completed 3.37 	
Number  of day labour jobs performed in the last month −0.43 	
Performing  a high‐skilled day labour job 8.64 ** 
Dummy variable for often  being hired more than  three  times by the same employer 9.45 ** 
Dummy variable if speaking  Afrikaans well −9.78 	
Dummy variable if most recent formal employment was in high‐skilled job 3.48 	
Dummy variable if most recent formal employment was in a low‐skilled job −2.15 	
Number  of months  standing  as day labourer 0.002 * 
Constant −5.41 	
Adjusted  R2 0.052863 	
***Statistically significant at 1%. 
**Statistically significant at 5%. 
*Statistically significant at 10%. 
 
We find a weak relationship between typical human‐capital measures  of educational 
attainment, vocational  training  qualifications,  or previous  employment  experience  in  
a  high‐skill  formal‐sector  job. These  results  are  at  odds  with  human‐capital  theory  
that  postulates that, ceteris  paribus, income levels will rise with the level of education 
and training investments made by individuals. There are several explanations  for these 






First, it is difficult for workers at informal hiring sites to make their skill sets  legible  to  
prospective employers.  Because  employers  have limited  means  through which  to  
assess   worker  skills, highly  skilled day labourers are rarely able to distinguish 
themselves from less‐skilled workers.  When the use of skills differentiation as a means  
of securing higher  wages  and  improved  employment opportunities  is impeded, wages   
scales   become  compressed  (Theodore   et   al.,  2015).   The resulting downward wage 
pressures affect  all day labourers  regardless of their human‐capital attributes because 
all workers  at informal hiring sites  must  compete for the  same  limited number  of jobs 
that  are  on offer each day. 
 
Second,  and  relatedly,  because informal  labour  markets  are  not regulated by  strong   
institutional mechanisms or  social  norms  that  increase pay levels, wage  rates  are 
established by direct, face‐to‐face competition between  workers.   Because   day   
labour   markets   are characterised by extraordinarily low employment rates—just 
20.5% of all day labourers  secured a job each  day in the  week  prior to the  survey—
competition for  employment  is  understandably intense which serves  to  maintain  
constant downward pressure on  wages.  Furthermore,  individual  workers  have  little  
recourse in terms  of bargaining for higher wages. They of course  may decline a job offer 
because the pay is too  low. But with an oversupply  of jobseekers, it is likely that 
employers  will have a more‐than‐ample number of workers from which to select  a 
temporary employee. With jobseekers regarded (and paid) as if they are a substitutable 
labour supply, wage rates  flatten,  in large part regardless of worker  skills. 
 
There  are  exceptions to these general  observations. For  those  workers  who indicate  
that  they “often” have been  hired by employers  three  or more times and therefore 
have had opportunities to demonstrate their  skills and  reliability, weekly  earnings  are  
higher  and  this effect   is  statistically   significant.  Having  a  large  number   of  repeat 
employers  both  improves  the  regularity  of work and its remuneration and therefore is 
something that day labourers  seek to cultivate. Length of experience as a day  labourer  
also seems  to  play a role. The estimated coefficients in both models suggest  higher 
earnings for workers  who have been  involved in day labouring for more months  
(significant at the 10% level). 
 
In terms of the remaining variables, the positive effect  on earnings  of being a female 
appears to be driven by a small number  of high‐wage job  assignments by  women  who  
secured employment as  tilers  and plasterers.  The negative  effect  of having  one's  
most recent formal‐sector job in a low‐skill occupation was expected. Finally, the 
reason  why Afrikaans‐language proficiency  is associated with lower weekly earnings  is 
likely  because the small  number  of  Afrikaans‐speaking Zimbabweans worked  little 







5.2   | Heightened risks: Food insecurity, inadequate housing, and 
xenophobia 
Given the low employment rates and meagre  average  weekly wages, it is little surprise  
that  the  typical monthly  earnings  of day labourers  are low. Using weekly earnings and 
employment probabilities, we estimate that   average   monthly   earnings   of  
Zimbabwean  day  labourers  in Tshwane  are ZAR 785.76 (USD 55.60).  The highly 
contingent nature of  day  labour  and  its  associated low  earnings  levels  contribute 
to heightened  levels  of  food  and  housing  insecurity   for  Zimbabwean migrants.  This 
section  examines  these issues,  which  constitute two key elements of migrant  day 
labourers' context of reception and  the problem of group violence against migrants that 
appears to be increasing  within  informal  settlements in Tshwane   and  other   urban  
areas  (Crush & Ramachandran, 2015). 
 
With  low earnings  levels, many  Zimbabwean day  labourers  frequently  face struggles  
meeting  their daily requirements for food. More than half (52%) reported that  there  
were  times in the previous  month  that there  was no food to eat of any kind in their 
home because of lack of resources to obtain  food, and 20% reported that  this occurred 
five or  more  times  in the  previous  month.  Similarly, 39%  reported that  there  were  
times in the  previous  month  when  someone in the  house  would go to sleep at night 
hungry because there  was not enough  food. These measures of extreme food insecurity 
are clear indicators of inadequate incomes  from day labour  and  other  sources,  and  
they  mirror findings of generalised food insecurity among Zimbabwean immigrants 
living in South  African cities (Crush & Tawodzera,  2016). 
 
The residential  pattern of Zimbabwean day labourers  is highly dispersed,  with the  
workforce spread  across  42 neighbourhoods, townships,  and  informal  settlements.  
One   quarter (25%)  reported that  they  were  residing  in Mamelodi,  a township 
outside of Pretoria  that  was  established  in 1953  by  the  government under  
apartheid, 13% were  residing  in an  informal  settlement known  as  Plastic  View, and 
7% were residing in the township of Olievenhoutbosch. All three  areas  have witnessed a 
dramatic  expansion of informal housing.  More than 80%  of  Zimbabwean day  
labourers  indicated that  they  are  living in some  form of informal dwelling. Living in a 
shack  was most  common response (58%), followed by a backyard shed known as a 
Wendy house  (19%), sleeping  outside on the  street or bush  area  (4%), and a shelter  for 
the homeless  (4%). Just 17% reported residing in a formal housing structure. There  are 
similarities between migrants'  place of residence and  that  of  South  Africa‐born  day  
labourers,  with  23%  residing  in Mamelodi  township and  8% residing  in 
Olievenhoutbosch township. South African day  labourers  were  more  likely to  reside  
in a formal dwelling (32%). 
 
It has been  suggested that  competition for housing and economic  opportunity among  
impoverished urban  residents has  contributed to the outbreaks of xenophobic 
violence  against  African immigrants  that  have occurred in South  African cities and, in 




Sciences Research  Council, 2008).  In their examination of the  geographies of group  
violence  against   migrants,  Crush  and  Ramachandran  (2015) identified  Mamelodi  
and  Tembisa  (the  latter  being  the  second most common   area  of  residence for  South  
Africa‐born  day  labourers   in Tshwane)  as two  sites  in which  multiple  outbreaks of 
collective  violence against  immigrant shopkeepers has occurred.  Tevera (2013) lists 
Olievenhoutbosch as a key site of xenophobic violence targeting residents  of the Choba  
informal settlement located  within its boundaries, whereas Madienyane (2013) 
identifies  Plastic View as a site of collective  violence  against  foreign  nationals.  It 
appears that  within  these principal areas  of residence for immigrant  day labourers  in 
Tshwane, as in other  areas where collective  violence  has occurred,  a dangerous mix of 
(a) anti‐immigrant sentiments, centring  on the  perception that most immigrants are in 
the country without authorisation; (b) fears that immigrant  workers  are  depressing 
wage  rates  and  “stealing” jobs; (c) claims that  immigrant  entrepreneurs are  engaging  
in unfair  competition;  and  (d) reports that  foreigners are  receiving  preferential 
treatment  in local housing  markets,  has led to reprisals  against  immigrants (Crush  & 
Ramachandran, 2015;  Human  Sciences  Research   Council, 2008). Moreover, there  are 
indications  that  “levels of xenophobia are highest among self‐employed South Africans 
in the informal economy” (Crush  &  Ramachandran,  2015:   31),  which  suggests that   
complex dynamics  are  at  play  within  the  informally  employed labour  force. The 
result has been dramatically elevated risks to lives and livelihoods for migrant day 
labourers. 
 
Faced with  formidable   conditions in  this  gateway   city  and  an inadequate 
socioeconomic infrastructure for successful  incorporation into  urban  life, many  
Zimbabwean migrants  have  turned to  social networks  to   ease   their   settlement  in  
Tshwane.   More   than   half (59%)  indicated  that  they  are  part  of a group  of day  
labourers  who help each  other  meet  their  daily needs  for food, shelter,  and 
employment.  Of those who are part of self‐help groups,  84% indicated  that workers  
help  each  other  with  accessing  food,  65%  help  each  other find  work,  27%  provide  
loans  to  one  another, and  17%  assist  with housing.   Although   some   of  these  
networks are  grounded  in  day labourers' places  of  residence, it  appears that   they  
primarily  form and  are  maintained at  informal  hiring sites.  Together, these types  of 
collective assistance constitute a regime of informal social protection based  in an ethos  
of reciprocity  (Bilecen & Barglowski, 2015;  see also Faist, Bilecen, Barglowksi, & 
Sienkiewicz, 2015),  and  they  are important  ways  that  day  labourers  navigate  an  
inhospitable environment within  a NID. 
 
6   |    C o n c l u s i o n  
This paper  has taken  up Winders's (2014) call for more  research into NIDs, with a 
particular focus on South–South migration to urban South Africa. Through the lens of 
informal day labour markets  in Tshwane, we have examined  the context of reception for 
Zimbabwean migrants and the  challenges  they  face  related  to their  participation in the  




With  its  rapidly  growing  economy,  which  nevertheless exists side by side with high 
levels of poverty and unemployment, the metropolitan  area  has  been  the  destination 
for  large  numbers of  foreign nationals.  Processes of urbanisation and the (often 
unrealized) promise of economic opportunity appear to  be major drivers  of 
Zimbabwean migration  to Tshwane,  and  its status as a new  immigrant  gateway  is now 
firmly established. 
 
Successive  phases  of Zimbabwean migration to South Africa have resulted in large  
numbers of  unauthorised immigrants  relocating  to urban areas  and engaging  in 
informal economic  activities.  Those  who have  turned to  day  labour  as  their  primary  
means  of generating an income  have  had  to  contend with  low wages  and  unstable 
employment.  This article has analysed  dynamics  within informal job markets  and shown 
that earnings levels remain persistently low, in part because skill levels do not, by and 
large, drive wage rates in this segment of the economy.   Rather,   the   oversupply  of  
labour   and   the   scarcity   of employment opportunities it creates places sustained 
downward pressures  on wages  and earnings. 
 
Poverty‐level earnings in turn cause significant material hardships.  Zimbabwean day 
labourers  in South  Africa endure high rates  of food insecurity,  and many reside  in 
substandard dwellings located  in informal settlements. To make matters worse, 
tensions between South Africans   and   migrant   workers   have   erupted  periodically,  
resulting   in outbreaks of xenophobic violence targeting migrants living in informal 
settlements and  working  in the  informal  economy.  Competition for jobs and  housing  
has contributed to rising xenophobic anxieties,  and it is unlikely that  these will abate  
anytime  soon. 
 
The analysis presented here suggests that although  it has received  little attention from 
migration scholars, the informal economy  can play a significant role in shaping the 
context of reception for immigrants  in the new gateway  cities of the global South. In 
many destination countries, the informal economy  absorbs large numbers of migrants, 
making it an important, though  flawed,  source  of employment, earnings,  and 
remittances. Competition in this segment of the  economy  is intense,  and with 
relatively low barriers to entry and increasing migration flows to  major cities, the 
informal  economy  will be a key arena  of migrant incorporation, with far‐reaching 
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